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I.  HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

1. The need for the development of the Central Product Classification originated from
initiatives in the early 1970s to harmonize international classifications, in which a standard
classification of all products was perceived as a key element.  At the seventeenth session of the
Statistical Commission in 1972,1 the twenty-first session of the Conference of European
Statisticians in 1973 and meetings of members of both bodies with the secretariats of
international organizations, there was general agreement on the need to improve harmonization
among the various classifications in the economic and other fields that had been prepared under
the auspices of the United Nations and other international bodies.

2. With regard to the preconditions of creating a comprehensive classification of all goods
and services, an important development took place in the 1970's.  The Customs Cooperation
Council (CCC) undertook the revision of its nomenclature (CCCN) and its extension from a
four-digit system to a six-digit system.  As a result, a new nomenclature, called the Harmonized
Commodity Description and Coding System (HS) was adopted in 1983 and entered into force on
1 January 1988.2  The Statistical Office of the United Nations Secretariat participated in the
development of the HS, mainly in order to ensure that the applied dissections of the HS would
take into account, as much as possible, continuity with the Standard International Trade
Classification (SITC)3 of the United Nations, and the industrial origin of the goods.

3. Based on the recommendations of an Expert Group convened by the United Nations
Secretariat, the Statistical Commission at its nineteenth session in 19764 approved a programme
to harmonize the existing activity classifications of the United Nations, the European
Communities and the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) and to simultaneously
develop a system of different, but interrelated, classifications of economic activities and goods
and services.  Development of a new classification covering both goods and services (products)
- the Central Product Classification (CPC) - was intended to provide a basic tool in this
programme.  The proposed product classification was to use the detailed subheadings of the HS
as building blocks for the part dealing with transportable goods and to take into account the
basic categories of economic supply and use as specified in the System of National Accounts
(SNA), such as intermediate consumption, final consumption, capital formation and imports and
exports.5  The Statistical Commission endorsed the programme and supported its continuation
at subsequent sessions with the provision that existing systems maintain their essential
character.6

1 Official Records of the Economic and Social Council, 1972, Supplement No.2 (E/5236), para. 104.
2 Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System, Customs Cooperation Council (Brussels,
1983).
3 Standard International Trade Classification, Rev.3, Statistical Papers, Series/M, No./34, Rev.3 (United
Nations publication, Sales No./E.86.XVII.12).
4 Official Records of the Economic and Social Council, 1976, Supplement No./2 (E/5910), para. 128/(c).
5 A System of National Accounts, Studies and Methods, Series F, No/2, Rev.3 (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.69.XVII.3).
6 Official Records of the Economic and Social Council, 1981, Supplement No./2 (E/1981/12), para. 87;
ibid., Supplement No./2 (E/1983/12), para./75/(a); ibid., Supplement No. 6 (E/1985/26), paras. 45 and
57/(a); ibid., Supplement No. 6 (E/1987/19), para. /75/(a).
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4. During the period 1977-1987 the Statistical Office of the United Nations Secretariat and
the Statistical Office of the European Communities (EUROSTAT) convened six meetings of the
Joint Working Group on World Level Classifications with the purpose of developing an
Integrated System of Classifications of Activities and Products (SINAP) to serve as an interim
classification.  It was intended that categories of SINAP be used as building blocks for the
revision of the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC)
Revision 2,7 the General Industrial Classification of Economic Activities within the European
Communities (NACE),8 and for related classifications of goods and services.  The joint Working
Group also contributed proposals on the relationship between SITC and CPC.

5. During the period 1983-1988 the Statistical Office of the United Nations Secretariat
organized a series of related Expert Group meetings dealing with economic classifications.  In
the Expert Group countries from different parts of the world and at various stages of
development were represented, as well as regional commissions and international
organizations.  The main task of the meetings was to review the drafts of ISIC Rev.3 and the
CPC under development by the Statistical Office.9

6. The first complete draft of the CPC was reviewed by the Statistical Commission at its
twenty-fourth session in 1987.10  At the Commission's recommendation, work on the CPC
continued in conjunction with international organizations, in particular EUROSTAT and the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD).  The development of service
classifications and related explanatory notes for service products was the main agenda item at
the early meetings of the Voorburg Group on Service Statistics.11  In 1987 and 1988 the Joint
Working Group on World Level Classifications and a United Nations Expert Group meeting
reviewed subsequent drafts of the CPC.  The Expert Group on Harmonization of Economic
Classifications recommended that the acronym CPC for Central Product Classification be
included in the title, regardless of language, to facilitate international recognition when referring
to the classification. 12

7. The Statistical Commission at its twenty-fifth session considered the final draft in 1989
and approved to be published as a provisional document.13  The Commission recommended
that Member States start testing the Provisional CPC in order to gain experience in obtaining
internationally comparable data on goods and services.

8. The Provisional Central Product Classification was published by the United Nations in
1991.14 The experience of national and international users provided a sound basis for its

7 International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities, Statistical Papers, Series/M,
No./4, Rev.2 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.68.XVII.8).
8 Statistical Office of the European Communities (Luxembourg, 1970).
9 For reports of the Expert Group Meeting, see documents ESA/STAT/AC.19/10, ESA/STAT/AC.25/10
and ESA/STAT/AC.32/9, respectively.
10 Official Records of the Economic and Social Council, 1987, Supplement No.  (E/1987/).
11 Provisional Central Product Classification, Statistical Papers, Series/M, No 77 (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.91.XVII.7), pages VI - vii.
12 See note 9.
13 Official Records of the Economic and Social Council,/1989, Supplement No. 3 (E/1989/21),
para./95/(b) and (f).
14 Provisional Central Product Classification, Statistical Papers, Series/M, No 77 (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.91.XVII.7).
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subsequent revision. The revision of the Provisional CPC has also taken into account the
promotion of harmonization of economic classifications of the European Union and, whenever
possible, those of the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance with United Nations international
economic classifications.  Through the United Nations Statistical Office of the European
Communities Joint Working Group and the cooperation of all parties concerned, it was agreed
that the revised NACE and related product classifications of the European Union would
incorporate both ISIC and CPC in their structure and content.  The Classification of Products by
Activity (CPA) is based on NACE and has links to the CPC at its detailed level.15   PRODCOM -
the List of industrial products of Eurostat can also be linked to the CPC via its HS links. 

9. Details on the revision process leading to the completion of the Central Product
Classification (CPC) Version 1.0 are included in the Preface.

II.  UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES OF THE CLASSIFICATION

A.  Purpose and nature of the classification

10. The main purposes of CPC are to provide a framework for international comparison of
statistics dealing with goods, services and assets and to serve as a guide for developing or
revising existing classification schemes of products in order to make them compatible with
international standards.  It was developed primarily to enhance harmonization among various
fields of economic and related statistics and to strengthen the role of national accounts as an
instrument for coordination of economic statistics.  It provides a basis for recompiling basic
statistics from their original classifications into a standard classification for analytical use.

11. The CPC constitutes a comprehensive classification of all goods and services.  With
regard to services, no international classification covering the whole spectrum of outputs of the
various service industries and serving the different analytical needs of statistical and other users
has been available before the development of CPC.  As a general-purpose classification, CPC
provides less detail than other specific classification systems in areas or applications for which
such systems are available, for example the HS for international commodity trade statistics.

12. The CPC includes categories for all products that can be the object of domestic or
international transactions or that can be entered into stocks.  It presents products that are an
output of economic activity, including transportable goods, non-transportable goods and
services.  It also includes certain non-produced assets, such as land and legal instruments
providing ownership over intangible assets, such as patents, licenses, trademarks and
copyrights.  Although such non-produced assets are not regarded as products in the System of
National Accounts (SNA), they are included in the balance sheet.16  There is substantial national
and international trade in land, intangible assets and related services, and demand exists for
such data.  It was therefore considered useful to include them in the CPC.  While the CPC
covers selected assets, it did not intend to include a comprehensive list of assets, that would

15 Council Regulation No. 3696/93 of October 1993 on the statistical classification of products by activity
(CPA) in the European Economic Community.
16 System of National Accounts 1993, Series F, No. 2, Rev. 4, (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.94.XVII.4), Chapter 13, Annex, Definition of Assets.
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consist of land, constructions, machinery and equipment, and various other categories of assets,
tangible and intangible, financial and non-financial, produced and non-produced, as described
by the SNA 1993.17

13. The CPC, as a standard central product classification, was developed to serve as an
instrument for assembling and tabulating all kinds of statistics requiring product detail.  Such
statistics may cover production, intermediate and final consumption, capital formation, foreign
trade or prices.  They may refer to commodity flows, stocks or balances and may be compiled in
the context of input-output tables, balance-of-payments and other analytical presentations.

14. It is hoped that, in the long run, CPC will contribute to a reduction of the number of
product classifications used internationally.  As a general-purpose product classification, it
serves as a guideline for future product-type classifications for specific areas of the economy. 
Such specific classifications should be compatible with the general framework of the CPC so as
to ensure comparability of data.

B.  Principles used in constructing CPC

15. The CPC, covering all goods and services as well as certain types of assets, is a system
of categories that are both exhaustive and mutually exclusive.  This means, if a product does not
fit into a CPC category, it must automatically fit into another category. Consistent with the other
principles used, homogeneity within categories is maximized.  The CPC classifies products into
categories based on the physical properties and the intrinsic nature of the products as well as
the principle of industrial origin.

16.    In constructing the CPC, subclasses in Sections 0-4 are defined as the equivalents of one,
or the aggregations of several headings or subheadings of the Harmonized Commodity
Description and Coding System (HS), a classification of the World Customs Organization.18  The
HS itself uses primarily the physical property criterion for classifying goods.  With the HS in use
in many countries for international trade statistics and, in some countries for production
statistics, the introduction of CPC in those countries is thereby facilitated.

17. The physical properties and intrinsic nature of products are distinguishing characteristics
that are proper to the products themselves.  These include, for example, the raw materials of
which goods are made, the stage of production or the way in which goods are produced or
services are rendered, the purpose or user category for which products are intended, and the
prices at which they are sold.

18. The importance of the industrial origin of goods and services was recognized by the
attempt to group into one CPC subclass mainly the products that are the output of a single
industry.  Through their linkage to the industrial origin criteria, the input structure, technology and
organization of production characteristics of products are also reflected in the structure of the
CPC.  The industrial origin of products criterion is one of the classification principles applied by

17 System of National Accounts 1993, Series F, No. 2, Rev. 4, (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.94.XVII.4), (Annex V, Part 1, D).
18 Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System, 1996 edition, Catalog No. 101, World
Customs Organization, Brussels, 1996.
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another United Nations classification, the International Standard Industrial Classification of All
Economic Activities (ISIC).

19.  In the construction of CPC, both criteria, i.e. the nature of the product and the industry of
origin, were taken into account.  However, practical difficulties had to be resolved.  Some
industries produce goods of very different nature.  For example, meat and hides are both
produced by slaughterhouses.  These products are not put together in one category or even in
the same section of the CPC.  Since unprocessed hides are considered raw animal materials,
they are classified in Section 0 (Agriculture, forestry and fishery products), whereas meat is
classified in Section 2 among food products.

20. In some cases, goods with different industrial origin are included in a single CPC
category, particularly, where the HS does not follow the industrial origin criterion.  For instance,
rarely does the HS distinguish between metal products of cast iron and other metal products. 
Moreover, many products made by casting are classified in the HS as parts of machinery or
other goods.  As a result, the CPC does not have a separate category with cast iron products,
and therefore no reference is made to ISIC group 273 (Casting of metals).

21. Similar problems concerning industrial origin arise when industries produce both goods
and services.  Examples of such services are repair, maintenance and manufacturing on a fee
or contract basis.  Although the industrial origin of these services is often the same as the origin
of the goods themselves, it should be clear that the nature of the services involved may be
markedly different from that of the goods, so that the goods and services should be classified
under different parts of the CPC.  Therefore, "Production services on a fee or contract basis",
presented in Division 86 of the classification, are distinguished from manufactured goods
classified in Sections 2-4 of the CPC.

C.  Goods and services in CPC

22. Among the variety of criteria generally used for distinguishing between goods and
services (tangible versus intangible, storable versus non-storable or transportable versus
non-transportable), none provides a valid, practical and unambiguous distinction of goods from
services in all cases.  While the product content of most CPC subclasses can be identified as
being goods or services, in some cases this cannot be easily resolved.  Examples of borderline
cases are photographs, computer tapes and meals or drinks in restaurants.  In these cases, as
well as others, a bundle, i.e. a combination or mixture of products is sold and, more often than
not, this bundle consists of both goods and services components.  In the case of meals or drinks
consumed in a restaurant, for example, the food and beverages consumed would be goods, the
cooking and serving components are services, as are the seating and the locality of the
restaurant, constituting an intangible component.  The purchaser of such a "mixed product"
usually does not give much thought to whether a good or a service is purchased.  The customer
in a bookshop wants to buy a good and is probably not aware of the individual services provided
by the author, the publisher, and the retail salesperson.  On the other hand, the person who has
a pair of shoes resoled probably regards the transaction as a purchase of a service and does
not think of the pieces of repair material involved.  In the case of a restaurant meal, the situation
is even more ambiguous and varied with respect to the goods portion of the transaction
compared to the service portion.
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23. Although precise distinction between goods and services may be interesting from a
theoretical point of view and may even be relevant for the compilation and analysis of certain
economic statistics, there is no need to embody such a distinction into a classification of
products such as the CPC.  The CPC was developed to classify everything that can be the
object of a transaction, covering goods and services (products), certain produced assets and
even non-produced assets such as land.

D.  Goods and services in SNA

24. The 1993 SNA provides a definition of products, saying that goods and services, also
called products, are the result of production. 19  They are exchanged and used for various
purposes: as inputs in the production of other goods and services, as final consumption or for
gross capital formation.  It concludes that the term product is a synonym for goods and services.
 It also states that in order to study transactions in goods and services in detail, the System uses
the Central Product Classification (CPC).  Further, the production boundary of the SNA excludes
the provision of services by households for own final consumption within the same household. 
These SNA definitions are essentially those embodied in the characteristics of CPC categories.

25. For international trade statistics, the 1993 SNA also encompasses the concepts of goods
and services, rather than the concepts of merchandise and non-merchandise trade as described
in the previous SNA.  This further enhances the conceptual integrity of the CPC.

E.  Coding system of the classification

26. The coding system of the CPC is hierarchical and purely decimal.  The classification
consists of sections (identified by the first digit), divisions (identified by the first and second
digits), groups (identified by the first three digits), classes (identified by the first four digits) and
subclasses (identified by all five digits, taken together).  The codes for the sections range from 0
through 9 and each section may be divided into nine divisions.  At the third digit of the code each
division may, in turn, be divided into nine groups which then may be further divided into nine
classes and then again into nine subclasses.  In theory, this allows for 65,610 categories.  In
practice, however, there are 10 sections, 71 divisions, 294 groups, 1,162 classes and 2,093
subclasses.  The code numbers in CPC consist of five digits without separation of any kind
between digits.  This coding system was chosen to avoid possible confusion with code numbers
of another United Nations Classification, the Standard International Trade Classification (SITC)
which also have five digits but use a point to the right of the third digit.

27. Where a given level of classification is not further subdivided, a "0" is used in the position
for the next more detailed level.  For example, the code for the Subclass "Clays" is 15400, since
Group 154 "Clays" is not divided into classes nor subclasses.  Similarly, the Subclass
"Bituminous or oil shale and tar sands" is coded 12030, as Division 12 "Crude petroleum and
natural gas" is not divided into groups but directly into classes, of which Class 1203 "Bituminous
or oil shale and tar sands" is not further subdivided.

19 System of National Accounts 1993, Series F, No. 2, Rev. 4, (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.94.XVII.4), para. 2.30
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28. For computerized applications the "0" can also indicate that the code is used for a total of
all, more detailed, categories.  Thus, the code 2610 could indicate the total of all categories
2611 through 2619, while 34600 could represent the total of all categories 34611 through 34620.
 Whenever possible, the "9" is reserved to designate residual categories.  For example, Class
0119 "Other cereals" contains all cereals not elsewhere classified in Group 011 "Cereals". 
However, the described approach does not apply to every case when "9" is used in a code.

III.  APPLICATION OF THE CLASSIFICATION

A.  Use of different levels of the classification

29. Different uses and types of statistics are best served by presenting statistics in terms of
different levels of aggregation.  Thus, it may be necessary or desirable to use different levels of
detail of the CPC for different purposes.  For example, it may be necessary to classify data at
different levels of detail for purposes of national accounting or for industrial statistics purposes. 
Similarly, data on production obtained from establishments can usually be classified in far more
detail than data on capital formation obtained from administrative reporting systems.  The
hierarchical structure of the CPC provides a framework for comparable classifications of data at
differing levels of detail.

B.  Using CPC in establishing national classifications of products

30. Many countries that do not have the experience or resources to develop their own
national product classifications, or that want their national product classifications to be related to
relevant international classifications as closely as possible, may choose to use the CPC as their
national classification.  In such cases CPC may be used as is.  It may also be expanded or
contracted, depending on the needs and possibilities of each country.

31. For a national product classification to be compatible with the CPC, the most detailed
categories of classification in the national scheme should coincide with, or be aggregations or
dissections of the individual subclasses of the CPC.  In other words, each of the most detailed
categories of the national product classification should either have the same scope as a CPC
subclass, or be dissections of a CPC subclass, or be composed of two or more CPC
subclasses, preferably from the same CPC class and group.  The first two options are the
preferred methods, as they provide the maximum opportunity for correspondence at the detailed
level, while the third option allows for correspondence at a more aggregated level of the CPC. 
Provided these requirements are met, the compatibility of national product classifications with
the CPC would not necessarily be affected by their structure or the position of the categories at
their most detailed level.

32. It is preferable that additional subdivisions of expanded classifications be part of the
same class of the international classification.  If so desired, classifications based on the CPC
may be constructed by subdividing each subclass into as many as nine subcategories.  This
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may be done by appending one decimal place to the CPC five-digit code.  Alternatively, the
subdivision of classes into subclasses in the CPC may, in some cases, be expanded by
replacing the subclasses with a greater number of more detailed categories.  Where this
approach is employed, the more detailed subclasses may be identified by means of five digits,
provided no more than nine subclasses are required for each class of the CPC.  To preserve
comparability with the subclasses of the CPC, the more detailed subcategories should be so
delineated that they can be aggregated back to CPC subclasses.

33. Some countries may need to reduce the level of CPC detail in their national
classifications.  Some CPC categories may well be relatively unimportant in certain countries
while other data concerning other CPC categories may simply be unavailable.  For example,
some countries may not find it practical to establish categories in their national classifications
similar to the individual categories of Divisions 43 through 46 (Machinery).  They may find it more
appropriate to combine some, or all, of the subclasses or classes in each of these divisions into
single categories at the most detailed level of their classification.  In so doing, one should take
into account the principles described above in paragraph 30.

C.  Support to users of CPC

34. The United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) is the responsible agency concerned with
the development and maintenance of the Central Product Classification.  The developers of
national product classifications and other institutions using the CPC for their various purposes
may find it in their interest to establish contact with UNSD.  This way, users of the CPC may
receive notification about plans for updates or revisions of the classification, information about
interpretations and rulings concerning the CPC and, in general, technical support for the
application of this international standard.  Users are encouraged to bring to UNSD's attention the
difficulties they may encounter in the implementation of CPC, request clarification and share
their experience and remarks on the adequacy of this classification, as well as provide ideas or
proposals for enhancing its usefulness.  It is hoped that better awareness of the scope and
needs of CPC users may facilitate the improvement of the classification of products. 
Communications may be sent to the Director of the Statistics Division; Attention: Statistical
Classifications Section by mail (Address: 2 UN Plaza, Room DC2-1420 New York, NY 10017
USA  Fax: 1-212-963-1374) or through the Classification Hotline by email: chl@un.org  

IV.  RELATIONSHIP OF CPC TO OTHER CLASSIFICATIONS

A.  Relationship to ISIC

35. CPC and the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities
(ISIC) are both general-purpose classifications, with ISIC representing the activity side of these
two interrelated United Nations classifications.  Each subclass of the CPC consists of goods or
services that are predominantly produced in a specific class or classes of ISIC Rev.3.20  With a

20 International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities, Statistical Papers, Series/M,
No./4, Rev.3 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.90.XVII.11).
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view to accommodating users of the CPC wishing to identify the relationship between CPC and
ISIC, each CPC subclass has a reference to the ISIC Rev.3 industry or industries in which most
of the goods or services in question are generally produced.  The predominant ISIC class is
shown by listing the corresponding four-digit ISIC Rev.3 codes next to the relevant CPC
subclass in the tables presenting the detailed structure of CPC.  This information on
correspondences between CPC and ISIC Rev.3 categories is included in Part Three of this
publication.  By rearranging the CPC subclasses according to their ISIC references one can find
the main goods or services that are outputs of certain industries.

36. It should be noted, however, that there is no intention to establish one-to-one
correspondence between CPC and ISIC.  Such effort is not considered practical or desirable as
it might lead to inadequate description of CPC categories, especially at the higher levels and it
would also make harmonization with the SITC difficult.  The relationship between industries and
their products is a complex one and changing.  Furthermore, the CPC is meant to be used in
various kinds of statistics and should not be regarded as a mere extension of ISIC, as it is not
limited to listing goods and services produced according to ISIC industries.

B.  Relationship to HS and SITC

37. With regard to transportable goods, a very close relationship exists between the CPC
and the Harmonized System (HS), as CPC subclasses in Sections 0-4 constitute groupings and
rearrangements of complete categories of HS96.21  As a result, 1,143 CPC subclasses were
created by using over 5,000 headings and subheadings of HS96 as building blocks.  The
corresponding HS96 codes are shown next to each CPC subclass in the tables presenting the
detailed structure of CPC.  This information on correspondences between CPC and HS96
categories is included in Part Three of this publication.  In view of the important role of HS in the
construction of the CPC, general information on the HS is included in chapter IV.C of this
Introduction.

38. There are, however, a few exceptions from the rule that each CPC subclass in Sections
0-4 corresponds to one or more HS headings and subheadings.  One exception is CPC
Subclass 17300 (Steam and hot water) for having no equivalent in the HS.  Another exception
from the general rule is CPC Group 333 and its classes concerning refined petroleum products. 
The entire CPC group equals HS heading 2710 which is not further subdivided into subheadings
as no practical agreement could be reached and no definitions could be devised to satisfy
customs requirements.  The CPC, on the other hand, has subdivided this group into eight non-
divided classes.  These classes are the same as those existing in the SITC Revisions 2 and 3.

Apart from this case, HS96 subheadings are not split between CPC subclasses and each
HS96 code corresponds to only one CPC subclass.

39. The relationship between the CPC and the Standard International Trade Classification
(SITC) is similar to the one between CPC and HS because SITC Rev.3 also used the HS
subheadings as building blocks to create commodity groupings that are more suitable for
economic analysis of trade.22  The commodity groupings of SITC reflect (a) the materials used in
production, (b) the processing stage, (c) market practices and uses of the products, (d) the

21 See note 18.
22  See note 3.
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importance of the commodities in terms of the world trade, and (e) technological changes.
Regarding the correspondence of SITC Rev.3 with CPC for transportable goods, all five-digit
items of SITC Rev.3 are contained wholly within single CPC subclasses in Sections 0-4.  As
such, CPC subclasses consist of one or more SITC Rev.3 items. Correspondences between
CPC and SITC Rev.3 are shown in the tables presenting the detailed structure of CPC included
in Part Three of this publication.  Since the SITC, like the HS, deals only with transportable
goods, no correspondence between CPC and SITC Rev.3, nor between CPC and HS96 exists
for CPC categories in the Sections 5 through 9.

C.  The Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System (HS)

40. Since CPC subclasses for transportable goods (Section 0-4) are defined in such a way
that each consists of one or more six-digit subheadings of the Harmonized System (HS), it is
essential to provide a description of the HS.

41. The HS is an exhaustive nomenclature of internationally traded commodities (goods)
classified according to the following criteria: classification according to raw or basic material,
classification according to the degree of processing, classification by use or function and
classification according to economic activities.  These principles were maintained in all
subsequent revisions of the nomenclature.  The Customs Cooperation Council, which changed
its name to World Customs Organization (WCO) in 1994, also agreed, in principle, to introduce
the industrial origin criterion in the construction of the HS.  However, the principle that each
subheading of the HS should contain only goods that are normally produced by a single industry,
could not be strictly followed for various reasons.  In some cases it was not possible for customs
authorities to make a distinction of industrial origin on the basis of the physical properties of a
good, or the distinction would lead to categories that were insignificant in international trade.  In
other cases the historical and legal distinctions inherent in administering customs and trade
requirements took precedence over the criterion of industrial origin.  In some instances it was not
clear where products of a certain industry would fall in the HS.  The fact that countries have
different economic structures by industries, added to the difficulty of adhering to this principle.

42. The HS evolved from the original customs tariff nomenclature of the Customs
Cooperation Council, the 1955 Brussels Tariff Nomenclature (BTN).  In 1974 it was renamed the
Customs Cooperation Council Nomenclature (CCCN).  Efforts to harmonize BTN/CCCN and
SITC led to a perfect accord with SITC Rev.2 by 1978.  The HS entered into force in 1988,
modifying existing four-digit headings of CCCN and introducing subheadings identified by a
six-digit code.  Plans of the WCO (formerly known as the Customs Cooperation Council) allow
for updating the HS every three or four years through meetings of the Review Subcommittee. 
Statisticians from member states and the United Nations Statistics Division are represented in
the work on updating the HS to ensure that the relationship of this nomenclature is maintained
with other international classifications.  The system contains 21 sections, 97 chapters (although
Chapter 77 is reserved for unspecified future use) and 1,241 headings at the four-digit level, 935
of which are further divided into 5,113 subheadings.  The latest amendment (HS96) came into
effect on 1 January 1996.

43. Besides the commodity nomenclature itself, the Harmonized System contains legal rules
of interpretation and the principles agreed to by contracting parties for administering the system.
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 In addition, the HS provides a very elaborate set of explanatory notes and an alphabetical index
to assist its use and interpretation.23

44. The universal implementation and wide use of the HS is ensured by the International
Convention on the Harmonized System, article 3.1(b) of which requires that "each Contracting
Party shall make publicly available its import and export trade statistics in conformity with the
six-digit codes of the Harmonized System, or, on the initiative of the Contracting Party, beyond
that level, to the extent that publication is not precluded for exceptional reasons such as
commercial confidentiality or national security".24

D.  Relationship to other classifications and standards 

45. In addition to ISIC, HS and SITC, there are a number of other classifications and
standards interrelated with the CPC, owing to its role as a general-purpose classification of
goods and services.

46. The United Nations Classification by Broad Economic Categories (BEC)25 is related to
the CPC through its close correlation with SITC.  The BEC is designed to serve as a means for
converting external trade data compiled by using the SITC into end-use categories that are
meaningful within the SNA framework.  It is generally possible to rearrange whole CPC
subclasses into BEC categories through the correspondence between CPC and SITC Rev.3 and
between the SITC and the BEC.

47. Since the CPC provides the product dimension to many of the tables of the System of
National Accounts (SNA), the SNA takes the CPC into consideration in the development of the
classifications of expenditures by purpose.26  This will be reflected in the forthcoming United
Nations publication of the concerned SNA classifications of expenditure according to purpose
including:  Classification of individual consumption by purpose (COICOP); Classification of the
Functions of the Government (COFOG); Classification of the purposes of the non-profit
institutions serving households (COPNI) and Classifications of outlays of producers by purpose
(COPP).   In particular, correspondences between COICOP and CPC have been elaborated.  In
addition, as noted in the Preface, the CPC will ultimately be revised in the area of public
administration, in the light of ongoing revisions to COFOG.

48. Since the beginning of 1988 the European Communities (now the European Union) has
been using the Combined Nomenclature (CN) as its international trade classification.  CN is an
extension of the HS with two extra digits, serving the particular customs and statistical needs of
the Member States of the European Union.  There is a straightforward relationship between the
CPC and the CN, as whole categories of the latter can always be rearranged into CPC

23 See note 18.
24 International Convention on the Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System, article 3.1(b),
in The Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System (Brussels, Customs Cooperation
Council,/1983).
25 Classification by Broad Economic Categories in terms of SITC, Rev.3, Statistical Papers, Series M, No.
53/Rev.3 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.89XVII.4).
26 System of National Accounts 1993, Series F, No. 2, Rev. 4, (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.94.XVII.4), Annex 5 Classifications and accounts.



13

subclasses.

49. Through joint efforts by the United Nations and the European Union for the
harmonization of economic classifications, the structure and content of the revised General
Industrial Classification of Economic Activities within the European Communities (NACE) and
the related product classifications of the European Union were developed in consistency with
ISIC and CPC.  The Classification of Products by Activity (CPA) is based on NACE and has links
to the CPC at the detailed level.  PRODCOM 27- the List of industrial products of EUROSTAT
can also be linked to the CPC through the HS correspondences of both the PRODCOM
nomenclature and the CPC.

50. The United Nations List of Industrial Materials and Products, used in industrial production
statistics, is currently being reviewed in light of its relationship to CPC Version 1.0.28

51. In the course of the initial development work on the CPC, with regard to the structure and
content of the Provisional CPC categories corresponding to subclasses in Division 53
Constructions, use has been made of the United Nations International Recommendations for
Construction Statistics.29  Similarly, in developing the structure and content of the CPC
categories in Division 52 Land, use has been made of the Standard Statistical Classification of
Land Use,30 a recommendation by the Economic Commission for Europe.

52. The Provisional CPC was utilized as a source by the GATT Secretariat for preparation of
the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).  Under the GATS agreements, texts with
legal standing were drafted and they embodied extensive references to the CPC, referred to by
GATS as the GNS/120 list.31  In anticipation of the next round of GATS negotiations and
continued use of the CPC as a source, a detailed technical review has been conducted by the
WTO Secretariat, UNSD and the Central Product Classification Subgroup of the Voorburg
Group, in order to provide detailed explanations and interpretations of the changes that have
been made to the CPC.  This extensive review process has led to a series of editorial
corrections, and interpretations of the CPC that are now documented in the United Nations CPC
database, and have also been incorporated in the publication of Version 1.0.  This collaboration
in the area of trade in services is expected to continue during future updating and revisions of
CPC.

53. The Statistical Commission at its 29th session, requested that activities be coordinated to
maintain consistency between the fifth edition of the IMF Balance of Payment Manual, CPC
Version 1.0, SNA 1993 and the manual on trade-in-services statistics proposed by the United

27 PRODCOM List 1997, Eurostat Statistical Document, Theme Energy and Industry Series Methods
(4E), ECSC-EC-EAEC, Brussels, Luxembourg 1996
28 Recommendations for the 1973 World Programme of Industrial Statistics, Part II List of Selected
Products and Materials, Statistical Papers, Series M, No. 54 (Part II), (United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.71.XVII.16).
29 International Recommendations for Construction Statistics, Statistical Papers, Series/M, No./47 (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.68.XVII.11).
30 Standard Statistical Classification of Land Use, Document No. CES/637 (Economic Commission for
Europe, Geneva, 1989).
31 Multilateral Trade Negotiations, The Uruguay Round, Services Sectoral Classification List
(MTN.GNS/W/120), UR-91-0074.
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Nations Interagency Task Force on Service Statistics.32  The manual proposed by the Task
Force will contain a classification of trade-in-services that is an extension to, and is consistent
with, that prescribed for international trade-in-services in the fifth edition of the IMF Balance of
Payment Manual (BPM5). 33 Full consideration would be provided to CPC codes as the
fundamental building blocks to describe internationally traded service products.  The Balance of
Payments categories and services are linked to the Provisional Central Product Classification,
and a draft correspondence has been prepared between the Balance of Payments services
classification and the Central Product Classification Version 1.0.34

V.  INTERPRETATION OF THE CPC SYSTEM

A.  Rules of interpretation

54. As is often the case with any widely used statistical classification, numerous situations
can be expected to arise when it will be unclear which CPC category a particular good or service
should be assigned to.  When classifying and coding products according to the CPC, the
following rules shall apply, depending on whether the considered output of a transaction involves
transportable goods (see para. 54) or products, other than transportable goods (see paras. 55-
57).

55. The classification of goods in the categories of Sections 0 through 4 shall be determined
according to the terms of the corresponding categories in the Harmonized Commodity
Description and Coding System (hereinafter referred to as the "Harmonized System"), which is
governed by the Rules reproduced below.35

General rules for the interpretation of the Harmonized System

"Classification of goods in the nomenclature shall be governed by the following
principles:

1. The titles of sections, chapters and sub-chapters are provided for ease of
reference only; for legal purposes [of the Harmonized System], classification shall

32 Background paper: Interagency Task Force Meeting on Service Statistics, Report of the Sixth Meeting -
Working Group on International Statistical Programmes and Coordination, Nineteenth Session, New York,
10-13 February 1998,  para. 7(ix).
33 Balance of Payments Manual, Fifth Edition, 1993 (International Monetary Fund, Washington D.C.).
34 Linkages between the CPC Version 1.0 and the OECD-Eurostat Classification of Trade in Services
(STD/Serv(97)7) OECD.
35 See note 2.
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be determined according to the terms of the headings and any relative section or
chapter notes and, provided such headings or notes do not otherwise require,
according to the following provisions:

2. (a) Any reference in a heading to an article shall be taken to include a
reference to that article incomplete or unfinished, provided that the
incomplete or unfinished article has the essential character of the
complete or finished article.  It shall also be taken to include a reference to
that article complete or finished but in an unassembled or disassembled
state.

 (b) Any reference in a heading to a material or substance shall be taken to
include a reference to mixtures or combinations of that material or
substance with other materials or substances.  Any reference to goods of
a given material or substance shall be taken to include a reference to
goods consisting wholly or partly of such material or substance.

3. When by application of Rule 2(b) or for any other reason, goods are, prima facie,
classifiable under two or more headings, classification shall be effected as
follows:

(a) The heading which provides the most specific description shall be
preferred to headings providing a more general description. However,
when two or more headings each refer to part only of the materials or
substances contained in mixed or composite goods or to part only of the
items in a set put up for retail sale, those headings are to be regarded as
equally specific in relation to those goods, even if one of them gives a
more complete or precise description of the goods.

(b) Mixtures, composite goods consisting of different materials or made up of
different components, and goods put up in sets for retail sale, which
cannot be classified by reference to 3(a), shall be classified as if they
consisted of the material or component which gives them their essential
character, in so far as this criterion is applicable.

(c) When goods cannot be classified by reference to 3(a), or 3(b), they shall
be classified under the heading which occurs last in numerical order
among those which equally merit consideration.

4. Goods which cannot be classified in accordance with the above Rules shall be
classified under the heading appropriate to the goods to which they are most
akin.

5. In addition to the foregoing provisions, the following rules shall apply in respect of
the goods referred to therein:

(a) Camera cases, musical instrument cases, gun cases, drawing instrument
cases, necklace cases and similar containers, specially shaped or fitted to
contain a specific article or set of articles, suitable for long-term use and
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presented with the articles for which they are intended, shall be classified
with such articles when of a kind normally sold therewith.  The rule does
not, however, apply to containers which give the whole its essential
character;

(b) Subject to the provisions of rule 5(a), packing materials and packing
containers presented with the goods therein shall be classified with the
goods if they are of a kind normally used for packing such goods. 
However, this provision does not apply when such packing materials or
packing containers are clearly suitable for repetitive use.

6. For legal purposes [of the Harmonized System], the classification of goods in the
subheadings of a heading shall be determined according to the terms of those
subheadings and any related subheading notes and, mutatis mutandis, to the
above Rules, on the understanding that only subheadings at the same level are
comparable.  For the purposes of the Rule the relative section and chapter notes
also apply, unless the context otherwise requires."

56. The classification of products other than transportable goods, mainly services, shall be
determined according to the terms of the categories as described in the divisions, groups,
classes or subclasses in the Sections 5 through 9 of the CPC.  When services are, prima facie,
classifiable under two or more categories, classification shall be effected as follows, on the
understanding that only categories at the same level (sections, divisions, groups, classes or
subclasses) are comparable:

(a) The category which provides the most specific description shall be preferred to
categories providing a more general description.

(b) Composite services consisting of a combination of different services which
cannot be classified by reference to (a) shall be classified as if they consisted of
the service which gives them their essential character, in so far as this criterion is
applicable.

(c) When services cannot be classified by reference to (a) or (b), they shall be
classified under the category which occurs last in numerical order among those
which equally merit consideration.

57. Services which cannot be classified in accordance with the above rules shall be
classified under the category appropriate to the services to which they are most akin.

58. Products comprising a bundle (combination) of goods and services shall be classified
according to their main component (value added), in so far as the criterion is applicable.

B.  Explanatory notes

59. In addition to the interpretative rules, the explanatory notes of the HS also apply to
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Sections 0 through 4 of the CPC as the transportable goods in the CPC are defined in terms of
the HS.  These notes are well elaborated and their use reduces confusion that might result if
new reference material associated with the CPC were drawn up.  For reasons of space limitation
these explanatory notes are not reproduced in this publication but they are available in the
original source.36  The title descriptions of CPC categories in Sections 0-4 are also based on the
HS, although they might have been somewhat shortened.  Regarding the contents of CPC
subclasses in Sections 0-4, the reference to HS96 heading codes and related explanatory notes
should provide clear understanding about their coverage.

60. Explanatory notes for CPC categories of Sections 5-9, mainly covering service products,
are included in Part Four of this publication.  The explanatory notes provide descriptions about
services that are included or excluded in each subclass, for reference purposes.  In some cases
explanatory notes are also available for categories of higher aggregated levels of the CPC
structure.  Whenever an exclusion is provided, it is accompanied by an exact cross-reference to
indicate the code of the subclass where the service in question is actually classified.  Although
the title description should define the boundary of the subclass, the explanatory notes clarify
further the border and content of the class.  The explanatory notes are not intended to present
an exhaustive list of all the services under each heading, they should only be regarded as lists of
illustrative examples of the subclass content.

61. The explanatory notes provided for Sections 5 through 9 of the CPC were developed for
statistical purposes.  Although these notes intend to provide clarification, as the lists are not
exhaustive, users may need further guidance from the United Nations Statistics Division as to
the interpretation of the exact content of CPC subclasses.  It should be noted that if CPC
categories are utilized for purposes other than statistical uses, such as a source for the
preparation of legal documents or for such purposes as procurement, those who prepared the
legal text that makes reference to CPC categories and not the developers of the classification,
are responsible for interpreting their categories in the legal agreements or contracts.

C.  Indexes to the classification

62. A newly developed alphabetical index of service products is included in this publication
based on the CPC subclasses in Sections 5 through 9. The alphabetical index is currently
available in English only and is included in Part Six of all language versions of the publication,
for easy reference.  It consists of 12,365 items linked to 950 CPC subclass codes.  For Sections
0-4, as a reference tool to find the CPC subclasses and codes of transportable goods, one may
consult the alphabetical indexes developed by the HS, and/or the Commodity Indexes for SITC
Rev. 3. 37

Users can then map back to the CPC via the correspondences provided in Part 3 Detailed
Structure and Correspondences of CPC Version 1.0

63. To facilitate the use and interpretation of the CPC it is useful to supplement the
classification by alphabetical indexes. Such indexes provide a practical tool for finding particular
products included in the various CPC categories and also locating goods and services not
specifically mentioned in category descriptions.  In addition to the search and coding functions,

36 See note 18.
37 Commodity Indexes for the Standard International Trade Classification, Revision 3, Statistical Papers,
Series M  No. 38/Rev.3, Vol. II (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.94.XVII.10).
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alphabetical indexes assist the application of the classification by users and help understanding
the structure of the classification.

D.  Correspondence between revisions

64. Minor alterations of CPC Version 1.0, such as updating of language, correction of
editorial problems and amendments of explanatory notes through interpretation and rulings, will
take place as needed and be widely disseminated.  Major revisions are not expected to occur
more frequently than every five years.

65. Changes that have been made in the CPC are reflected in the correspondence tables
between the Provisional CPC and CPC Version 1.0 and vice versa; however, further detailed
explanations may be required in certain circumstances.  The extent of changes between CPC
revisions indicates full or partial correspondence to one or several categories of the previous
version.  Codes of partially corresponding categories are marked with an asterisk.  It should be
noted that changes in the wording of explanatory notes or title descriptions may be due to
clarifications only, without any implications on the content of the category.  Sometimes changes
in codes are simply technical consequences of the overall change in the structure of the
classification owing to related recoding of categories.  Therefore, it is advisable to check the
correspondence tables, available in Part Five of this publication, for verification and confirmation
of actual changes.  Interpretations and rulings on classification problems, including application
issues related to its implementation, may be requested from UNSD (see para. 33 on Support to
users of CPC).












